SUMMARY A total of 651 preschool children from rural central Africa were selected by random cluster sampling, weighed, and measured. Two per cent were wasted, but 47% were stunted. As 
Severe malnutrition is obvious among children in the African Sahael, and the eco-political aetiological factors are familiar and tragic. We set out to establish the nutritional state of children in more stable rural communities of subequatorial Africa.
Patients and methods
Three medical students, during their elective periods, attempted to (6-0) children, 1*4% were wasted, 46% stunted, and only 06% wasted and stunted. In this series wasting was less common than in the North American reference population. The pattern was similar in all three countries (Table) and has been reported previously.4 Stunting was both prevalent and severe; not only were 47% less than -2 SD but 20% were less than -3 SD of height for age ( Figure) . (Figure) . Impaired growth during a critical period has also been blamed for shortness of final stature, and possibly the children had a low birth weight. Genetic predisposition and psychosocial deprivation are associated with stunting, and relative growth hormone deficiency may be the cause or a consequence in these circumstances. Recurrent infections with periods of arrested growth may be important in children who live in a heavily pathogen contaminated environment.
Catch up growth studied after coeliac disease may give a clue.5 At diagnosis these children were both wasted and stunted. On an adequately nourishing gluten free diet they caught up their weight for height in three months but did not reach their expected height for age until after about 24 months of corrective treatment. Indeed, there is a period in both recovering coeliac disease and protein energy malnutrition when weight overshoots height and there is a degree of obesity.6 A reasonable hypothesis is that in tropical Africa children catch up weight adequately after periods of growth faltering but before they have had time to fully catch up linear growth the next infection strikes. If this is the case, even with adequate nutrition, many will not achieve their full potential for height until they are protected from the pathogens in the environment. This is a further reason why the control of infections may be a major contribution to what has been considered a problem of malnutrition.
Stunting in African children. 
